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Introduction

The literature on directorships within law libraries is thin, and virtually none of it
focuses explicitly on the special issues that arise from temporary appointments,
including interim.1 This paucity is hardly surprising. In their literature review
covering all of librarianship from 2007 to 2017, Irwin and DeVries were able to
identify only four articles on interim leadership.2

The Expectations of Interim
Appointments

Irregular appointments—visiting, interim, temporary, and acting—are commonly
used to solve a variety of personnel vacancies in organizations. Although the
terms “acting” and “interim” are often used interchangeably,3 those most involved
in the processes typically recognize a distinction between the “acting” and the
“interim” roles. Acting directors fill an administrative role during the temporary
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absence of the regular incumbent during scheduled long-term vacancies arising,
for example, from sabbaticals or illnesses.4 Consequently, the acting director’s
powers to make decisions flow primarily from the absent permanent incumbent. For this reason, acting directors tend to be seat warmers rather than active
innovators making permanent changes the regular director may not approve.
For example, they may decline to hire administrators or other professional staff,
at least in those circumstances where the need is not urgent.5 The rationale for
such deference is that the hires will ultimately be answerable to the returning
authority who may prefer to choose her own direct reports.
The interim, by contrast, receives authority from the university position to
whom the director ordinarily reports. This could be the university provost, chancellor, or, in the case of the law school, the dean. Persons are usually designated
“interims” rather than “acting” whenever the previous incumbent has vacated
the position, perhaps taking a new appointment elsewhere and before a new
permanent replacement has been appointed. Because the interim fills the gap
without any responsibilities to the outgoing director, she can more freely act on
her own initiative.
With the high level of turnover in senior library positions in North America
and around the world, more libraries are being led by interim leaders. Because
these positions are by their nature in flux, a reliable count of how many of the
academic law libraries are currently being led by an interim is not easily found.
One directory circulated among directors reports that of the 209 law school
libraries, fourteen directors are classed as interim. With almost 7 percent of all
academic law libraries being headed by interim directors, this chapter seeks to
fill a gap in the literature about what these leaders can expect.
While the usual range of issues described for this role would be expected to
apply in the law school environment, some special challenges may arise. Law
libraries are unique institutions within the library universe since with rare exceptions they fall outside the control of the university library and instead report
directly to the law school dean. This fact highlights the reality that law libraries
share an unusually intimate relationship with its school. Serving no undergraduate programs, the delivery of services entails ongoing relationships to a small
patron group that is regularly accessible in the same building. Learning and
satisfying the needs and desires of such a specific and identifiable base requires
that all the law library’s staff, especially its professionals and director, possess
interrelationship skills in quantities and kind not always expected for those
within the university library, which deals with a much larger and significantly
more anonymous clientele.
An equally significant distinguishing feature of the law library is that most
of its dual-degreed librarians routinely play a formal role within the required
curriculum by teaching, at least, legal research to first-year students. Many
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will also teach advanced legal research courses and occasionally doctrinal law
courses. These expectations greatly influence how the law school views these
roles and, correspondingly, what it expects the library leader to be capable of
achieving. For example, while fulfilling the usual demands of library management, the law library director will often be required to devote significant time to
outside responsibilities, such as teaching law courses. The second author of this
chapter, as a typical example, in the university’s annual Distribution of Effort is
expected to spend 30 percent of his time in classroom instruction. At the end of
the day, the role of an academic library director is a full-time (sometimes more
than full-time) job, but the day-to-day position responsibilities may be allocated
a bit differently in a law library setting. These special features of the law library
environment will influence the choice of an interim director, the results expected
from her, and who might be drawn to this role.

The College’s Need for Interim
Appointments: Internal or External?

The occasions when an organization may decide to resort to an interim appointment are several. Openings sometimes develop outside the traditional hiring
seasons for these upper-level appointments. Because of the teaching responsibilities that law library directors frequently perform, and especially if they also
hold faculty status, they are not at liberty to immediately leave the institution
without risking censure from the law school accrediting organization. There are
even dates built into law school regulations for lateral hires, sabbatical decisions,
and other leaves. Law schools plan their curricula far in advance, and faculty are
expected to fulfill existing obligations and provide ample notice before they are
free to leave. That said, the world is imperfect, the unexpected can occur, and
the college must be prepared to adapt.
Even when appropriately timed, it also occasionally happens that the candidate pool for the advertised position is not strong enough overall. In such cases,
the school may wish to put the hiring process on hold to broaden the pool or
cast a wider net. Whatever the actual reason may be, the dean may decide that
an interim appointment better serves the needs of the school than hurrying an
ill-timed or inadequately advertised search.
Having decided that an interim is the best path for the law school, the next
decision is whether that person should come from outside the law school or
from the existing staff. Because the range of responsibilities demanded from
the academic law library director is typically broad, law schools may be more
than usually open to the appointment of an external interim. For example, if the
outgoing director regularly taught a course in the required first-year curriculum
(criminal law or civil procedure, perhaps), the college would need to fill that need
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as well as the management of the library. Most law librarians are not prepared to
step directly into such mandatory doctrinal roles, and thus the college would be
attracted to someone who has already performed both responsibilities, wherever
they may be found.
Nonetheless, this question of internal versus external appointment is contentious. Much of the literature appears to assume that an interim appointment will
be from internal candidates.6 When the possibility of external appointments
is recognized, the suggestion may still be that appointing an internal interim
is “easier, more direct, [because] the person involved has a regularized understanding of issues.”7
However, relying upon an internal interim director can pose its own challenges. Law libraries tend to be rather small shops, which can raise the question
of who will do the regular work that the new interim had formerly performed.
According to a survey of library interims, most report performing both jobs: 79.5
percent of respondents described themselves as holding the interim appointment
while continuing to fill their regular duties.8 While that situation can hardly be
described as positioning the incumbent for success, the alternative does not seem
much better. Even if work reassignments are feasible, much of the interim’s time
might be spent training whoever is to fill in as acting in the interim’s old role,
preventing her from fully concentrating on the new tasks.9 In short, as a former
interim pointedly asked, “Why would I want to take on a job like this while still
doing my ‘regular’ job?”10 Why, indeed. Unreasonable work expectations can
discourage otherwise interested candidates from pursuing the interim appointment. The additional problem is that sometimes there simply isn’t a qualified or
interested internal interim candidate.
Even within the wider library profession, which tends to favor internal
appointments, there are recognized advantages of choosing an external interim:11
• The interim lacks attachments to the current staff, freeing her to “make
needed, even unpleasant, changes in staff and procedures.” She can make
such decisions without excessive concern as to how they will impact
her ongoing working relationships with the affected individuals after
the interim assignment concludes. This is an important consideration.
Even in the best of circumstances the role of temporary director has been
described as “the loneliest job in the university.”12 In interviews with
former internal interims, one commented that “even four years later, I
still feel a bit of an outsider to my peers.”13 It is, Kobulnicky concludes, “the
exceptional director who can make a former leader of the organization an
effective subordinate.”14
• Related to the first point, having had an external interim allows the new
director to tackle the management and leadership duties and to create
short- and long-range goals to create the library organization promised
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in their interview and presentation to the hiring committee, dean, and
provost. Moreover, the permanent director will be able to assign responsibility to the now-absent interim for painful changes to the organization, should that be necessary to move forward. For example, the interim
may have needed to terminate a beloved but unproductive employee or
eliminate a cherished but unused service in order to free up resources to
start something new. In the law librarian literature, the latter especially is
known as asking the Yirka Question15 and can easily result in resentment
among staff who see their years of work being dismissed. As cynical as it
may sound, a scapegoat can be useful in such circumstances to give the
new director a clean start without the baggage of earlier actions that, while
necessary, can have negative blowback.
• Choosing an external interim forces the search for the permanent replacement to proceed swiftly because of the agreed expiration of the interim’s
appointment.
Offsetting some of the apprehension that may arise over appointing an
external interim to lead the university library, the small number of academic
law libraries means that the outsider—usually a retired director from another
school—is already well-known to most of the librarians. This promises a unique
middle ground that allows the staff to feel that the temporary director is not
a stranger or totally unknown quantity, while still permitting the benefits of
outside leadership to accrue to the organization.
To find an external interim, search firms can be used that work with academic
and corporate entities. What type of person should they be looking for? A likely
candidate may be near or at retirement and thus be free to accept a new assignment. The person may want a different level of experience simply to keep active
in the profession without a long-term commitment or a trial in a new geographic
location being considered for permanent relocation. More pragmatically, the
potential interim may consider positions of this nature when they are ready
to move on from their present situation but have been unable to find the ideal
position. Filling another school’s temporary post will add a new dimension to a
résumé and prevent career gaps. Whether the external interim should be treated
as a kind of internal candidate for the permanent position, is, of course, one
possible outcome, with all the risks and benefits of that situation.16

The Interim as Possible Permanent
Appointee

Each organization will have its own policies regarding whether an interim candidate may be a candidate for the permanent position. Sometimes, that is determined at the point of hire; other times, it is decided as leadership moves forward.
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Many of the “interims” may be “retirees” willing to locate wherever the position
exists, and often they are compensated for relocation and housing during the
interim appointment.
Of course, law libraries do sometimes draw upon internal candidates to fill
interim positions. The primary issue then becomes whether that person should
be excluded from the list of names considered for the permanent appointment.
The literature offers mixed counsel on this question.
Some organizations state in no uncertain terms that “an acting director should
never be a candidate for the permanent position, for then no action taken during
the acting period of administration can be distinguished from an electioneering
gambit.”17 Libraries with such categorical exclusions must be prepared to accept
that the most qualified individual to run the library in the short term may then
be unwilling to do so. While it may appear sensible that internal candidates who
are capable of functioning as directors should be weighed as likely choices to be
interim leaders, that may not serve the individual’s best interests. If an internal
individual is qualified and interested, it may be best for them not to take the
interim slot because they would then be precluded from participating as an
applicant in the search for the permanent position.
Others, though, disagree with such hard rules. In their view, it only makes
sense that “the most promising candidate for the interim position is also a potential candidate for the position on a regular basis.”18 To exclude an obviously qualified candidate arguably does a disservice to the organization. Libraries favoring
this approach may intend to use the temporary appointment as a “test” or trial for
an internal candidate who actually is capable but needs to be seen in a new light.
While looking at the interim as a potential permanent appointment may
appear sensible, it is worth noting that according to the survey conducted by
Irwin and deVries, “a greater percentage of respondents who were appointed to
interim leadership roles either had worked at the institution for a shorter period
or had few years of previous leadership experience.”19 They were not, in other
words, the persons with the longest relationship to the library or even the most
previous leadership experience. Elevating this candidate permanently risks at
the outset a negative reaction from those possessing a more extensive record of
these presumably desirable qualifications.
At the very least, “If you are going to be a candidate, the earlier in your interim
[period], the better, both for you and for your law school” that you should declare
yourself.20 Whether an interim was eventually appointed to the permanent position does not, according to Irwin and deVries’s survey, vary by sex, type of institution, or degree-granting level.21 In their sample, of the 40 percent of interims
who applied for permanent appointments, 80 percent were ultimately selected.22
This suggests that should an internal interim decide to compete for the position,
she may offer a reasonable path of least resistance to those making the decision.
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Such a pattern would be predicted because “the law library director (and search)
is ‘different’ from other positions and searches at the law school…. [Rarely] is
there anyone on the search committee who has actually served in the role of
library director.”23 Whereas committee members may feel comfortable relying
upon their own judgment when evaluating applicants for a position akin to their
own, they lack experience with the demands of directing a library. As a result,
they would not be unreasonable to defer to demonstrated success in the very
role they are seeking to fill.
Pressing further on the question of whether internal interims should compete
for the vacancy circles us back around to where the discussion began, an indication of the unsettled field on this question. Whereas those initial statements
held that interims who are candidates undermine their effectiveness, Kobulnicky
asserts contrarily that “the true ‘interim director,’ i.e., the acting director with no
prospect of becoming director, has extremely weak authority to lead the library,
even temporarily.”24 To be taken seriously to do an effective job in the temporary
post, he claims, the interim must be presumed to be a potential choice to become
permanent director.
In the end, this decision appears to be highly sensitive to local context. However
it plays out, candidates and human resource departments should be clear on the
process. If other potential candidates learn there is an internal candidate who is
also serving as temporary head—which the data has shown will likely result in
their permanent appointment—it may affect the pool of overall candidates.

Setting the Tone of an Interim
Directorship

Once the interim has been identified, the administration has the ability to set the
initial tone for how the interim period will be experienced by staff. To the extent
feasible, it should keep the staff informed of the selection process and inform
them in a timely manner of its outcome, especially when there are any who were
interested in the position. If the dean’s office communicates and provides the
community with adequate information regarding the decision, many aspects of
the transition can then be seamless.
The next steps for the chosen interim involve thoughtful negotiation and
discussion with the law school administration on the terms of the employment.
The interim should clarify salary and benefit needs and get agreements in writing
to prevent later confusion. Beyond the base responsibilities, if the candidate will
have to teach or engage in college service, the details should be specified so the
interim and the administration agree on every expectation.
Other fundamental matters to be negotiated concern the length and conditions of the appointment. Some of these items are determined straightforwardly
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by human resources considerations. While the length of appointment is important to the total offer, the conditions, tone, and style are important for both the
library and the broader institution.
The period—short or long term, multiple years or a few months—will shape
the larger parameters for leadership. Whatever the initial expectations, though,
the experiences of past interims advise that “regardless of the time period specified, [the new interim should] plan to serve longer than requested.”25
Even after the phase of the interim’s negotiations with the administration has
concluded, there may be changed circumstances on both sides. If not already
part of the routine channel between the law school dean and the library director, a monthly meeting or report should be established to monitor the ongoing
operational plan and the dean’s satisfaction with its execution and progress.
Staff, particularly, need to understand the appointment and how it is expected
to work. For example, has the interim been told to simply keep the trains running
on time and maintain the status quo, or does the administration expect her to
act as a true director and work with a broader brush?
Along those lines, the interim may choose to make some of the more painful
necessary changes to the organization, with an eye toward securing a honeymoon period for the eventual permanent director.26 Borrowing from advice to
interim pastors, Wicky Sleight asserts that the temporary director can do the
following:
• Clean up—messes that need to be cleaned, things broken that need to be
fixed. Given the close-knit relationship of law libraries to their colleges,
librarians typically have ready access to opinions about what is not working.
The interim will be required not to simply discern the problem but rather
to label it as a “problem” and move it onto the agenda for corrective action.
• Shore up—things in decline that need to be stabilized and reenergized.
Law librarians will typically have access to the school’s results on the Law
School Survey of Student Engagement (LSSSE), which can report longitudinal satisfaction with library services. This information can pinpoint the
soft spots of operations that would benefit from renewed creativity. This
survey and other similar tools can also help with the next two challenges.
• Keep up—things to be maintained at the same level.
• Ramp up—things that can be improved and make even more impact.
• Start up—things that don’t exist (at the present time) that need to be
started.27 This step can involve asking the Yirka Question, as the inertia of
prior practices is pruned back to allow the growth of new services.
This approach can make for a substantial list of projects. Some writers counsel
those filling interim positions to instead concentrate on only “two or three main
priorities.”28 As those familiar with the writing of strategic plans well know, documenting what needs to be done in the long term is not the same as identifying
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what can be accomplished in the short term. With an eye toward setting proper
priorities, it is important to deal with facts. If things weren’t done promptly or
correctly, for example, put them first on a master list of issues to be discussed.
There may be information that is unknown, and as little as possible should be
presumed or expected to function identically to the interim’s previous institutions. Meet with staff to gain the necessary facts, and deal with the problems in
that way.
The administration may hope that the interim can push forward on known
problems to advance the needs of the organization. In some circumstances, an
interim can provide the foundation for real change, and the school may wish to
take advantage of this opportunity to reshape the library’s direction and operation. Whatever the administration’s plans, clarifying these questions upfront
clears the deck for a future leader to arrive and quickly move forward.
Upon arrival, interim directors—particularly when they are external appointments—have a steep climb to take the reins effectively. The external director
should resist the temptation to simply transplant the template of how things
worked at her previous institution and impose it upon the new one. Every library
is a unique situation, and what worked well in one setting may not be appropriate in another. Even a highly accomplished leader needs first to learn the new
library’s history and its process and procedures. Every organization has different
forms, rules, and important people to know. The new arrival must quickly meet
all the staff and study internal policies, procedures, environment, and needs.
She will also need to familiarize herself with colleagues within the broader law
school and university organizations.
This transitional phase will likely build upon structured interactions, such as
spending time in each department, holding individual meetings with staff, and
reading prior reports to learn the history of the library and its past work. These
should be balanced with more opportunistic and informal learning opportunities,
like chatting with librarians over coffee or casual observations of how work is
performed and problems addressed. The implication is that the interim should
circulate freely and encourage drop-ins to her office for casual conversation. More
formally, the interim needs to attend meetings when invited and hosted by other
units. Social functions are often required. With so much to do, some matters such
as preparing a syllabus for a course to be taught may need to be handled more
quickly and expediently than might be preferred under ideal circumstances.

Conclusion

All these ways of becoming integrated into the fabric of the library, but also the
law school and university community at large, will redound to the benefit of the
library. However executed in the specifics, the basic lesson is that the interim
should be flexible in taking advantage of the sundry ways in which she can
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learn about her new post and its personnel as she prepares to shoulder the large
responsibilities of managing a law library.
If there is a single mantra for the process of temporary leadership within the
law library, it is that, throughout this process, everyone, from the candidate for
the position to the staff in the library, is treated with respect. How individuals feel
about what is going on can make the difference between whether a miscommunication is viewed as a kerfuffle with a person assumed to be working in the best
interests of the organization and its members or a signal of nefarious disregard
and self-interest. Context, as they say, is everything.
Once the interim director has obtained the “lay of the land,” she possesses the
tools to begin acting like a director, rather than a respected visitor, and to attack
the problems she has identified. At the end of the day, the interim must become
the leading role she has accepted. The rudder does not know that the hand on
the tiller is only temporary. Once she makes a decision, weighing all the factors
she deems relevant, she must, in the end, perform as director simpliciter.
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